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 DEALING WITH INNOVATION AND UNCERTAINTY 

Dealing With an Innovative Industry: A Look at 
Flavored Cigarettes Promoted by Mainstream Brands

| M. Jane Lewis, DrPH, and Olivia Wackowski, MPHProduct and marketing
innovation is key to the
tobacco industry’s success.
One recent innovation was
the development and mar-
keting of flavored cigarettes
as line extensions of 3 pop-
ular brands (Camel, Salem,
and Kool). These products
have distinctive blends and
marketing as well as inno-
vative packaging and have
raised concerns in the pub-
lic health community that
they are targeted at youths.

Several policy initiatives
have aimed at banning or
limiting these types of prod-
ucts on that basis. We de-
scribe examples of the prod-
ucts and their marketing and
discuss their potential impli-
cations (including increased
smoking experimentation,
consumption, and “someday
smoking”), as well as their
potential impact on young
adults. (Am J Public Health.
2006;96:244–251. doi:10.2105/
AJPH.2004.061200)

THE TOBACCO INDUSTRY HAS
a long history of innovation in
product development. Successful
product innovations have in-
cluded the introduction of filter,
menthol, and low-tar cigarettes;
changes in cigarette length and
circumference (such as ultra long
and ultra slim); and changes in
cigarette packaging, such as the
introduction of the 1950s flip
top hard pack, to name a few.1

Innovation in products and mar-
keting is driven by the desire to
increase market share and there-
fore profits. It also may be fueled
by industry research into target
audience needs, product prefer-
ences, and smoking practices
and by the need to respond to
environmental factors, including
litigation, consumer health con-
cerns, public opinion, and to-
bacco control regulations.

Flavored line extensions of
popular cigarette brands—
specifically, Camel’s Exotic
Blends, Kool’s Smooth Fusions,
and Salem’s Silver Label—are
a recent tobacco industry
innovation. 

Although the Wall Street Jour-
nal recently called sweet-flavored
cigarettes “one of the hottest new
product categories in the tobacco
industry,”2 industry documents
show that tobacco companies
have researched and developed
flavored cigarettes off and on for
decades.3–9 Furthermore, fla-
vored cigarettes such as Kretek
International’s Dreams brand and
a variety of other flavored to-
bacco products existed earlier in
a “flavor niche” of the tobacco
marketplace. However, compared

with other flavored cigarettes on
the market today, these 3 prod-
ucts, especially Camel Exotic
Blends, have been more visible,
more available, and, perhaps be-
cause of their visibility and avail-
ability, more controversial.

These flavored cigarettes may
work as innovations intended to
increase market share by both
meeting product preferences of
target audiences and by acting
as a means of reaching desirable
target audiences (namely, young
people) in an environment of
growing restrictions. Recent stud-
ies show that the 3 flavored
products are being used primarily
by young people. In surveys con-
ducted in 2004, as many as 20%
of smokers 17 to 19 years old
had used flavored cigarettes in
the last 30 days, whereas only
6% of smokers older than 25
were found to have smoked one
of the 3 flavored lines.10 Use was
highest for 17-year-olds (19.6%)
and 18- to 19-year-olds (20.2%)
and lowest for smokers older
than 40.11 In terms of gender,
17- to 26-year-old males were
more likely than females of the
same age to use these products.
Among the 3 flavored lines, Camel
Exotic Blends was more com-
monly used than the other two.11

These data raise significant con-
cerns regarding the implications of
these products for smoking among
youths and young adults.

METHODS

Information presented here
was based on review of the sci-
entific and popular literature and

collection and analysis of tobacco
industry products and promo-
tions. Examples of the products
themselves, magazine advertising,
and direct mail promotions were
drawn from Trinkets and Trash, a
surveillance system that collects
tobacco industry products and
promotions and displays images
and information on its Web
site.12 From 2003 to 2005, Trin-
kets and Trash tracked and ex-
amined tobacco advertising in 20
general population (but not youth
or teen) magazines and collected
direct mail promotions from a
convenience sample of Trinkets
and Trash contributors who had
received mail from Camel, Kool,
and Salem. A total of 20 packs of
flavored cigarettes (12 for Camel,
4 for Kool, 4 for Salem), 20 ad-
vertisements related to flavored
brands (14 for Camel, 4 for Kool,
2 for Salem), and 21 direct mail
pieces promoting the flavored
brands (18 for Camel, 2 for
Kool, 1 for Salem) were col-
lected. The content of the adver-
tisements, the direct mail pieces,
and the packs themselves were
analyzed to identify themes. Vari-
ables such as the models fea-
tured, the type of scene por-
trayed, and the use of color and
font style were considered. In ad-
dition, the copy or descriptive
words used in all of the pieces
were recorded and analyzed. Al-
though the sample may not have
included all promotional materi-
als for these flavored brands, we
believe it was sufficient for mak-
ing preliminary observations and
for identifying trends and areas
for future research.
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Source. Image courtesy of Trinkets and Trash (www.trinketsandtrash.org).

FIGURE 1—Distinctive packaging sets the flavored cigarettes apart. Kool’s Smooth Fusions utilize a
completely new cigarette package design—a hard pack that opens up in the middle into 2 halves like a
book, with cigarettes held vertically in each side (upper left). For Silver Label, Salem replaced its
standard green or black “slide box” hard park with a sleek, silver, slightly curved, tin/aluminum case
(upper right). Camel’s Exotic Blends come in embossed foil-wrapped lining paper within elegant and
sleek colored tins, following the traditional style of luxury cigarette packaging (bottom row).

FLAVORED CIGARETTES
AS AN INNOVATION

In 1999, the RJ Reynolds To-
bacco Company began market-
ing Camel Exotic Blends, a line
of premium flavored cigarettes
with designer wrappings pack-
aged in flat full-color tins. The
product line consists of 5 main-
stay flavors and additional “spe-
cial” or “limited time only” fla-
vors featured in promotion with
seasons, holidays, or other cam-
paigns. Although initially avail-
able only through Camel events
or special order, today they may
be found in many outlets that
sell tobacco, including conve-
nience stores, gas stations, and
tobacco stores.13 At least 18 dif-
ferent flavors of Exotic Blends
have been introduced since
1999. The blends have used
fruit flavors such as berry, lime,
coconut and citrus; sweet fla-
vors such as vanilla, cinnamon,
chocolate, mint, and toffee; and
alcohol flavors such as bourbon.

The Exotic Blends line was
followed by flavored extensions
of 2 major menthol cigarette
brands: RJ Reynolds’ Salem Sil-
ver Label, a collection of 4 fla-
vored blends introduced in 2003,
and Brown and Williamson’s 4
flavored menthols, Kool Smooth
Fusions, a limited edition line
introduced in 2004. These 2
brands combined menthol with
such flavors as berry, vanilla, and
mint. It should be noted that
Camel Exotic Blends is the only
one of these brands to have con-
tinued sales into 2005.

PRODUCT AND 
BRAND IDENTITY

Package Design
The products under discussion

are presented in unique and
graphically appealing packages

and are designed to create a vi-
sual impact (Figure 1). Package
design is a key part of a prod-
uct’s brand identity and is espe-
cially important for cigarettes.14,15

Unlike many other products, cig-
arette packs are not discarded
after being opened but rather
are retained and reopened (often
in view of others) until the last
cigarette has been smoked. The
social visibility of the packs and,
in the case of distinctive ciga-
rettes, the cigarettes themselves
make them “badge products,”
wherein the use of the product
associates the user with the
brand image.15–17 According to a
Brown and Williamson execu-
tive, consumer response de-
scribed Kool Smooth Fusions as
“a pack to be seen with.”18 Fur-
thermore, the distinctive look of
the cigarette pack itself serves as
a traveling advertisement of the

brand when carried by a
smoker; when placed together in
a retail setting, the packs act as
mini-billboards for the brand at
the point of sale.14 Packaging
may be particularly important in
promoting a new cigarette, espe-
cially at the point of sale, where
customers choose among the
clutter of competitive brands and
may meet new brands for the
first time.15

The Camel, Salem, and Kool
flavored product lines share a
number of other commonalities
that also differentiate them from
most cigarettes and present them
as being new. In addition to in-
novative packaging, varied leaf
blends, and intense flavorings and
aromas, the cigarettes themselves
have distinctive looks, with de-
signer tipping and wrapping pa-
pers that highlight brand logos
and match the color and look of

the flavor’s pack (Figure 2). Fi-
nally, carefully crafted descriptions
of the flavor are provided with the
pack to further communicate the
identity of both the individual
flavor and the flavored brand line
overall. For example, the wording
on Kool’s Mintrigue pack de-
scribes the flavor as “A deeply re-
warding menthol experience that
tantalizes, yet leaves you guessing
as to the secret of its intriguing
refreshment.” This “mysterious”
sentiment is echoed on the packs
of the other Kool flavors, which
are described as “alluring,” “en-
chanting,” and “enticing,” and is
again reinforced in the advertis-
ing of these flavors (Figure 3).

Marketing
Advertising is traditionally

used to establish brand identity
and shape consumers’ attitudes
about a brand.15,19
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Source. Image courtesy of Trinkets and Trash (www.trinketsandtrash.org).

FIGURE 2—The look, smell, and taste of the 3 flavored cigarette
lines set them apart from others. These cigarettes highlight brand
logos and use designer tipping and wrapping papers that match
their brand and flavor image. Cigarettes from left to right: 3 Camel
Exotic Blends, 1 Salem Silver Label, 2 Kool Smooth Fusions.

Advertisements for the 2 fla-
vored menthol brands make use
of modern type fonts and com-
puter-generated geometric de-
signs and shapes and convey
surreal or technological themes.
The images for the 5 mainstay
Camel Exotic Blends use drawn
models with darker features and
Middle East–inspired designs,
themes, and colors. Their ap-
pearance and marketing taps
into the current trend toward
“new luxury” products that are
somewhat more expensive but
perceived as being of better
quality and taste.20 Promotional
messages describe the line as “a
collection of sophisticated indul-
gences,” luxuries that can en-
hance pleasure. For example,

vanilla-flavored Crema is de-
scribed as delivering a “creamy,
indulgent flavor that offers an in-
triguing and pleasurable smok-
ing experience.”

The idea of luxury is rein-
forced through advertisements
portraying Exotic Blends as
fine products served on platters
and used with other select “in-
dulgences” such as chocolates
and champagne (Figure 4). In
contrast, the imagery of the spe-
cial or “limited edition” Exotic
Blends are more colorful and ac-
tive, as they portray models cel-
ebrating special occasions such
as Mardi Gras, or enjoying sea-
sons such as summer (Figure 5).
These images frame smoking
as a fun activity for special

occasions, parties, and use with
alcoholic drinks.

DISSEMINATION OF THE
INNOVATION

To diffuse these flavored lines,
tobacco companies repeated the
images and descriptions of these
products across a variety of stan-
dard industry diffusion channels,
including in-store promotions,
magazine ads, direct mail, themed
parties at bars/clubs, and interac-
tive Web pages.

In the face of recent market-
ing restrictions, several studies
have noted the tobacco indus-
try’s growing reliance on point-
of-sale promotions.21–24 For
these flavored products, posters,
signs, and other in-store dis-
plays—in addition to the packs
themselves—encourage
purchase.25

Advertising for Camel Exotic
Blends was repeatedly found in
popular magazines with a pre-
dominantly young adult (18–34
years) readership (as reported
by individual magazine media
kits’ circulation and readership
data), including Blender, Cos-
mopolitan, FHM, GQ, Jane,
Maxim, Playboy, and Rolling
Stone (many of which may also
attract teenaged readers).
Smooth Fusions ads were also
found in those popular maga-
zines, as well as in Latina and
Ebony, magazines aimed, respec-
tively, at Latina and African
American women.12

In contrast to magazines,
which are visible to the general
population, direct mail promo-
tions go only to those on the to-
bacco industry’s extensive direct
mail databases.26 Camel and
Kool used direct mail to intro-
duce, promote, and even allow
sampling of their flavored blends.
The Trinkets and Trash collection

received 9 different direct mail
pieces from Camel and 2 from
Kool between 2003 and 2005
that specifically highlighted their
flavored lines. Nine additional
Camel pieces promoted Exotic
Blends together with the regular
blends. Kool used direct mail to
introduce Smooth Fusions and
provide free trial packs of the
new line. One piece from Camel
(Figure 4) presented and de-
scribed each of the 5 mainstay
Exotic Blends. Other Camel
pieces promoted limited-time-
only seasonal or holiday flavors,
such as the New Year’s–themed
Midnight Madness.12

Bar and club events are a nat-
ural channel for disseminating a
“new” version of tobacco prod-
ucts27–29 such as flavored ciga-
rettes. Camel promoted Exotic
Blends with free cigarette sam-
ples during its 2001–2002
“7 Pleasures of the Exotic”
theme party tour and followed
this up with its 2004 “Roaring
2000s” bar/club tour to 11 dif-
ferent cities, featuring its bour-
bon-flavored limited-time ciga-
rette, Back Alley Blend.

Web sites such as Camel’s
offer a different kind of dissemi-
nation channel—one that is more
exclusive (it is a “secured” site,
where a login, password, and age
verification are needed to ex-
plore) and more interactive than
print materials. Camel advertise-
ments and direct mail frequently
direct readers to the Web site,
where Camel devotes a section
to promoting the Exotic Blends.
The flavors are individually fea-
tured and described in various
elaborately themed pages. A
unique feature of this channel
is the “Exotic Blends Store Loca-
tor,” a search engine that allows
users to type in an address and
search for the nearest stores that
carry the Exotic Blends.13
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Source. Image courtesy of Trinkets and Trash (www.trinketsandtrash.org).

FIGURE 3—Kool’s sexy Smooth Fusions magazine ads. Kool’s ads use a sexy theme of mystery and
intrigue. These ads ran during June through August 2004 in such magazines as Ebony, Latina, Jane,
Maxim, Blender, Cosmopolitan, and Playboy.

IMPLICATIONS

The flavored cigarettes dis-
cussed here have come under
fire from public health and to-
bacco control advocates, who
say that these “candy flavored”
products target youths.2,18,30,31

In addition, they say that fla-
vored cigarettes mask the taste
of tobacco (or “sweeten the
poison”),10 thereby making it
easier for new smokers, 90% of
whom are teenagers or younger,
to take up the habit.2,18 The to-
bacco industry denies that these
products are targeted at youths
and says that the flavors, rather
than being candylike, are those
that appeal to adults. These cig-
arettes, the industry claims, re-
flect a general trend toward
flavored products for other
adult-oriented products such as
liquors and coffee and are made

for, tested with, and marketed to
adults.2,18

The distinction in target audi-
ences is important for the future
of these products. The Master
Settlement Agreement (MSA)
between the states and the to-
bacco industry outlawed adver-
tising or promotions targeting
youths (younger than 18 years)
either directly or indirectly but
did not impose significant re-
strictions on marketing to
adults.32 Violation of the MSA
through targeting youths could
result in substantial penalties for
the manufacturers and an end
to the sales and marketing of
these products. Thus far, to-
bacco control advocacy efforts
and policy initiatives aimed at
banning or limiting the sale of
flavored products have primarily
framed concerns in terms of tar-
geting youths.

Although we agree that these
products are indeed enticing to
youths and at the very least are
being marketed with them in
mind, in this discussion we will
focus on the tobacco industry’s
stated target population of
adults, principally young adults,
who serve as role models for
youths. Indeed, young adults
constitute an appealing market
for the industry for several rea-
sons. In addition to being the
youngest legal targets for the to-
bacco industry and a group not
protected by the MSA, young
adults (18–24 years) have some
of the highest rates of cigarette
smoking in the United States33,34

and are the one group for which
smoking prevalence has not
fallen in recent years.35 Tobacco
companies recognize the impor-
tance of the youth and young
adult market because brand

preferences are established early
in life, often with the first ciga-
rette.36 Targeting young adults
may be perceived as doubly
beneficial in that it both cap-
tures 18- to 24-year-olds and
indirectly influences teens, who
may seek to emulate their older
peers.

Whereas previous research
found that approximately 90%
of smokers began smoking dur-
ing early adolescence, recent
studies suggest that a growing
number are initiating smoking as
young adults.37–40 A number of
factors have been suggested as
playing a role in late initiation,
including targeted marketing.29,41

In fact, review of previously se-
cret tobacco documents has
shown that the tobacco industry
sees the process of becoming a
smoker as something that begins
in the teen years and extends
into adulthood.41,42 In other
words, getting someone to initi-
ate smoking is just the first step;
producing a pack-a-day addicted
smoker requires nurturing.

This nurturing and develop-
ment of a loyal customer de-
pends not just on the degree to
which a tobacco brand’s market-
ing employs images and words
that resonate with an audience,
but also on how well the product
itself meets their needs and
smoking preferences. The impor-
tance of the product’s blend and
taste to its success is not un-
known to the industry. Research
has shown that tobacco compa-
nies have modified product de-
signs to meet target audience
preferences,43–45 with women
and young people being notable
target markets. According to
tobacco industry documents, to-
bacco company research identi-
fied mildness, smoothness,
sweetness, and less harsh-tasting
cigarettes as being important
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Source. Image courtesy of Trinkets and Trash (www.trinketsandtrash.org).

FIGURE 4—Exotic and luxurious marketing images. Marketing images reinforce the overall exotic and
luxurious brand identity of Camel’s mainstay Exotic Blends. This magazine ad (top) and direct mail piece
(bottom) promote the Exotic Blends as fine products served on platters and used with other select
“indulgences” such as chocolates and champagne (bottom). These products are often presented by
attractive, luxuriously dressed, and exotic looking models (top). This direct mail piece from Camel
(bottom) featured and described each of the five Exotic Blends and invited recipients to “add a touch of
flavor to any occasion.”

preferences for younger
smokers.45 In fact, RJ Reynolds
spent much of the 1980s re-
searching and developing new
versions of Camel that were
more appealing to the young
adult smoker. During this time,
flavoring was determined to be
something that could increase
perceptions of smoothness. In
this way, flavored cigarettes may
be considered as innovations de-
veloped for the purpose of gain-
ing market share by building on
known product preferences.

Advertising for Camel Exotic
Blends frames the smoking of
flavored cigarettes as sophisti-
cated and exotic, an indul-
gence for “special occasions”46

that exemplifies the luxury
concept of “smoking less but
smoking better.”47,48 These cig-
arettes may therefore promote
another behavior: the growing
trend of nondaily or “someday
smoking”49 (the highest rate of
which is among 18- to 24-year-
olds).34 In fact, according to an
RJ Reynolds spokesman, Exotic
Blends aim not at getting people
to start smoking, but rather at
adult smokers of competitive
brands. “Instead of smoking
two packs of mainstream ciga-
rettes daily, we want them to
only smoke a few of our ciga-
rettes, but enjoy them more,”47

the spokesman said.
It is too early to estimate the

extent to which these flavored
products will be adopted or the
influence they will have. As indi-
cated in the introduction, recently
released findings show that the
flavored lines are being smoked
by both youths and young adults.
Further research into the preva-
lence of their use and the appeal
of their advertising is being con-
ducted. Additional research
should focus not only on who is
smoking these cigarettes, but also
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Source. Image courtesy of Trinkets and Trash (www.trinketsandtrash.org).

FIGURE 5—Smoking as a fun activity for special occasions. The festive ads for Camel’s “limited edition”
Exotic Blends frame smoking as a fun activity for special occasions, parties, and for use with alcoholic
drinks. The pineapple- and coconut-flavored Kauai Kolada and the lime-flavored Twista Lime were 2004’s
summer blends (upper left). Back Alley Blend (upper right) was the bourbon-flavored featured cigarette
of Camel’s Roaring 2000s campaign. Berry-flavored Bayou Blast celebrated Mardi Gras (bottom left),
and in December 2003, Midnight Madness was marketed as the New Year’s promotional blend featuring
the “bubbly flavor of New Year’s spirits” (bottom right).

on how, when, and where smok-
ers are using these products. How
regularly are they smoked? Are
these cigarettes mostly used by
current smokers as complements
to their existing brand of ciga-
rettes? If so, when, or on what
occasions, do smokers decide to
use the flavored cigarettes in-
stead? What percentage of fla-
vored-cigarette smokers are new
smokers? “Part-time” smokers?
Are there people who smoke fla-
vored cigarettes now instead of
their regular brand (and instead
of quitting)? What do young
smokers and nonsmokers think
about the advertising and packag-
ing concepts and the product
overall? Are the products viewed
as less harmful, more attractive,
or more acceptable?

It is also unclear to what extent
the flavored products—even if
they are used as occasional
smokes, as their producers say
they are intended—might increase
sales of and influence attitudes
toward the brand in general. Will
smoking Camel’s Exotic Blends
result in increased market share
for regular Camels? Information
from an ad agency, Gyro World-
wide, which reports on its Web
site that it played an integral role
in developing the Exotic Blends
launch strategy,25 suggests this
might be one of the aims of
Camel’s flavored line. According
to Gyro, the goal in the creation
of the Exotic Blends was to “cast
a positive halo across the entire
Camel brand by raising product
perceptions and dimensionaliz-
ing the brand’s unique exotic
brand heritage.”25

Although much of the contro-
versy over these flavored ciga-
rettes has centered on their poten-
tial to encourage experimentation
(while masking the taste of the
tobacco) among nonsmokers,
smoking initiation is not the only
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behavior they may influence.
The products discussed here
offer a variety of tempting tastes
and smells that may entice cur-
rent and transitional smokers to
continue smoking, derail quitting
attempts, and lure those who
have quit smoking to take it up
again. These, too, are questions
that need to be explored.

It is difficult to gauge how these
products are viewed by their re-
spective companies, although it
has been noted that in 2002,
following the introduction of Ex-
otic Blends, Camel’s sales rose 4%
whereas Marlboro’s fell 6%.30

More information is needed about
the development of the products
(including how flavors are se-
lected and how they are added),
about the monetary investment
in these products and their adver-
tising, and about their adoption
success and market share.

In the meantime, further regu-
lation could work to impede the
adoption of these products. As
mentioned earlier, the MSA,
while outlawing marketing to
youths, did not significantly re-
strict marketing to adults and
therefore left open a number of
options for the tobacco industry.
In keeping with the industry’s
history of shifting strategies in
response to regulation, public
opinion, and other factors,50

the MSA has been followed by
increased expenditures for and
emphasis on marketing strategies
and populations (including
young adults) not bound by it,
rather than a reduction in overall
cigarette promotional spend-
ing.23,26,41,42,51,52 Unaddressed
strategies include in-store adver-
tising, advertising in magazines
that lack a significant youth
readership, sponsorship of adult-
only events, direct mail, and In-
ternet promotions, all of which
have been used in promoting

these flavored products. In addi-
tion, MSA provisions did not ad-
dress the content or appearance
of cigarettes or their packaging,
leaving the door open for the
development and promotion of
such products as flavored ciga-
rettes, as well as their attractive
and innovative packaging.

Public health and tobacco
control advocates have long
called for government regulation
of the design and content of to-
bacco products, as well as their
marketing, as a way of limiting
the industry’s ability to maxi-
mize both the appeal and addic-
tiveness of their products.53 One
provision of recently proposed
legislation for the Food and
Drug Administration regulation
of tobacco calls for banning the
use of flavoring other than men-
thol in cigarettes. Other policies
that require plain or generic
packaging of tobacco products
could limit the appeal of these
attractively packaged cigarettes
by standardizing tobacco prod-
uct packaging and design so
it is the same from brand to
brand.17,54 These policies would
protect not only youths but also
other susceptible target groups
such as young adults.

Whether further regulation
of tobacco products, packaging,
and marketing will someday be
realized or not, the tobacco in-
dustry will undoubtedly con-
tinue to develop new strategies
to ensure its existence and max-
imize sales within any regula-
tory environment it faces. For
this reason, public health practi-
tioners need to be aware of to-
bacco industry product develop-
ment and marketing tactics in
order to anticipate, address, and
counter their potential impact.
Ongoing surveillance of tobacco
industry activities is therefore
essential.
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